Retail sales of inhalation devices in European countries: so much for a global policy.
To evaluate the retail sales of pressurised metered-dose inhalers (pMDIs), dry-powder inhalers (DPIs) and liquids for nebulisation in 16 European countries. Retail sales data relating to pMDIs, DPIs and liquids for nebulisation delivering short- and long-acting bronchodilators, corticosteroids and combinations between 2002 and 2008 were obtained from the IMS sales database. The IMS database ensured that wholesalers' stock sales accurately matched that of retail pharmacies and included purchases by panel pharmacies directly from pharmaceutical manufacturers, specialist wholesalers and distribution cooperatives. Mean inhaler retail sales (expressed as percentages of total sales) were 47.5% for pMDIs, 39.5% for DPIs and 13% for nebulisers. The distribution of inhaler sales differed significantly between the countries with pMDI sales greatest in the United Kingdom and Hungary compared to other countries, where DPI sales prevailed. Sales of nebulisation liquids were high in Italy. The pMDI was the most frequently prescribed inhaler for bronchodilators. In contrast, retail sales of DPIs were similar to those of pMDIs for inhaled corticosteroids, and higher in the case of inhalers with combined long-acting β(2)-agonist and corticosteroid. We found a high degree of variability in inhaler prescription between European countries. Differing health policies, costs, health insurance issues, pharmaceutical/commercial aspects and prescribers' and patients' preferences may explain this variation. We suggest a need for more uniform, outcome-led inhaler prescribing practice across Europe to improve the efficacy and cost effectiveness of the treatment of obstructive airways diseases.